“what’s that supposed to mean?” Natasha considered punching 
him again. “What’s he like?” 

“I don’t want to ruin the surprise. Tommy should be here 
soon.” Pete smiled like a toddler who knew about a mess she was 
going to have to clean up. “Let me introduce you to a few of the 
others.” 

Pete walked Natasha around and introduced her to practically 
everyone in the station. It seemed everyone already knew who she 
was and had an opinion on her utility. Mostly, they seemed to 
think she had none. 

Pete seemed to be taking great pleasure in making a point of 
noting she was partnered with Tommy. Natasha got the sense 
Tommy was well respected and well liked, but there was 
something about adding her to the mix that was amusing her co- 
workers. She wanted to meet him so she could evaluate for herself. 

No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than she heard 
someone call across the room, “Tommy, ready to meet your new 
partner?” 

Natasha turned, ready to face the man who would make or 
break her first few weeks. She hoped he was closer to Pete than 
caveman. But it turned out Tommy was a woman. A hot woman 
with butch sex appeal oozing out of every pore, something Natasha 
tried and failed to ignore, as it was, of course, totally irrelevant. 

Tommy’s face was unreadable while she evaluated Natasha. For 
some reason the fact that Tommy was an incredibly attractive 
woman made it easier. Natasha had endured more than one butch 
stare down. She winked and Tommy glared back at her. Pete 
laughed but covered it with fake coughing when Tommy turned 
her glower on him. 

Natasha returned to her desk. Tommy could come to her once 
she was ready. Natasha needed her on board, but she wasn’t going 
to push her. 

It didn’t take long before she felt a looming presence over her 
shoulder. 


She stood and extended her hand. “I’m Natasha. The captain 
said we’re going to be working together.” 

Tommy shook her hand, but it was halfhearted. “You're the 
social worker we’re saddled with?” 

“You flatter me. But | think you mean, I’m the social worker 
joining your station for the mutual benefit of the department and 
the community.” 

Tommy grumbled something unintelligible and beelined it for 
Captain Gillette’s office. Natasha sighed. This wasn’t how she 
envisioned her first day. She pulled up her email and sorted 
through the essential and unimportant. It was amazing how many 
emails she already had, given she’d been employed for only a few 
hours. 

She’d deleted all the IT helpdesk emails when Tommy 
reappeared, 

“Looks like I’m stuck with you.” Tommy folded her arms across 
her chest. 

“That’s the spirit,” Natasha said. This would be easier if Tommy 
didn’t look so damn attractive even when she was being an 
obstinate, rude, ass. 

“I have to take you out when I get a call for someone having a 
mental health crisis, right?” 

Natasha nodded. “I’m here to help, not get in your way. I know 
it’s different than the way you’ve worked in the past, but I hope I 
can show you that I can pull my weight and make your job easier.” 

“I don’t see how that’s possible. You’re not a cop. You don’t 
have any way of protecting yourself, so now that’s my job. From 
where I’m standing, you’re more work for me, not less. Which 
means I can’t do my actual job effectively. But I don’t have a 
choice. So I'll let you know when I need your help.” 

Tommy walked away. Natasha sprang up and followed. “Where 
are you going?” 

“Patrol.” Tommy didn’t turn or stop walking. 

“I should come with you,” Natasha said. 


“You come on mental health or substance use calls. 1 don’t have 
any of those right now. Stay here. TIl let you know if something 
comes up.” 

Natasha slapped her hand against the wall. “And how the hell 
would | get to you?” But Tommy was gone. “Great. Now what?” 

The station had emptied out considerably since her arrival as 
officers had gone out on patrol, detectives had exited to track 
down leads or interview suspects, and the daily grind of police life 
had begun. The only one at loose ends was her. 

She returned to her desk, kicked her chair, then sat down to 
finish reading through her emails and start working on a plan. She 
couldn’t leave all the power in Tommy’s hands or she suspected 
she’d be stuck on the sidelines forever. From the looks of things, 
she also had some work to do with the rest of the station. She 
rubbed her hands together. Hard work was a universal language. 
Time to start talking. 


CHAPTER THREE 


Tommy Finch took the steps to her parents’ house two at a time. 
She always looked forward to family dinner, but after the day she’d 
had, she needed to talk over a few things with her mother, sister, 
and brother. There were advantages to having a family full of cops. 

She pushed open the door and was immediately assaulted by 
three surface-to-knee missiles in the form of her two nieces and 
one nephew. She dropped to her knees and let them tackle her. 

“Auntie Tommy, can we play hide and seek? Will you buy me a 
unicorn for my birthday? Daddy said no.” 

“Did you shoot anyone today?” 

“Ommy, Ommy, Ommy.” 

She kissed each head and tried to get up off the floor, but when 
they had her pinned they each seemed to grow three extra arms 
and a clone. She was saved by her sister walking through the door. 
Before Tommy could get up, her sister was on the floor next to her. 

“Hey, Tommy.” 

“Harry, what’s up?” 

The kids were laughing hysterically as Tommy and Harry 
tossed them back and forth, stopping to tickle them until everyone 
was out of breath. 

“Are you two going to lie on the floor all night, or are you going 
to come in the house and say hello to your mother?” 

Tommy and Harry put the kids on their feet and got up to greet 
their mother, Alice. 

“Hi, Mama.” Tommy hugged her mother. 

Her mom patted her cheek. “I baked a pie for you. And there’s 
brownies for you, Harry.” 


Tommy didn’t know how her mother had always been able to 
make each of her kids feel special and cared for and hold the 
family together, all while rising through the ranks of the police 
force. It didn’t seem possible, but she’d managed somehow. 
Tommy always hoped someday she could have it all, like her 
mother. The group surged into the dining room, and eventually, 
everyone settled at the table to eat. 

“Is something troubling you, Tommy?” Her father, Thomas 
Henry Finch, who everyone called Senior, had been a 9-1-1 
operator and could diagnose problems in the family and dispatch a 
solution better than anyone Tommy had ever met. 

“She’s got problems all right. The kind of problems that are 
about five foot eight, long blond hair, and doesn’t fall for any of 
Tommy’s unique charms.” Harry blew Tommy a kiss across the 
table. 

Tommy scratched her cheek with her middle finger aimed at 
Harry. 

“Tomasina, Henrietta, behave yourselves at my dinner table.” 
Their mom looked pointedly at both of them. 

“Yeah, behave yourselves. What’s wrong with you two?” 
Tommy’s younger brother, Cody, waved his fork in Tommy’s 
direction. “I heard Tommy’s bigger problem is she mouthed off to 
her captain.” 

“Tommy?” Her mom looked horrified. 

“What? No. I didn’t mouth off. Where do you two get your 
information?” 

“I have people,” Harry said. 

“Well, get new people.” Tommy pushed her plate away and 
crossed her arms. 

“Tell us what’s going on.” Senior put his fork down and folded 
his hands. 

Tommy thought about her levels of frustration with Natasha 
Parsons and what she represented, Where to begin? 

“I got stuck with a new partner today. She’s a civilian who feels 


like a public relations stunt.” 

“Is this the woman your sister was rather crudely trying to 
describe?” Her mom mimicked Senior’s posture and gave Tommy 
her full attention. 

Tommy nodded. Harry had left out a few details, namely that 
Natasha was gorgeous. And she didn’t seem immune to Tommy’s 
charms, since Tommy wasn’t trying to charm her. She replayed 
their first interaction when she’d been openly appraising Natasha 
and instead of looking away or appearing at all uncomfortable, 
she’d winked. It wasn’t often someone was able to so thoroughly 
turn the tables on her. She didn’t like the feeling. 

“Tve heard about what you guys are trying to do with this 
new...what is she?” Cody paused and looked at Tommy. 

“Social worker,” Tommy said. 

“Right, social worker, It’s some kind of test program, right? If 
someone’s crazy, you send her in instead of us? Like the bomb 
robots.” 

“Come on, Cody.” Tommy might not be happy about being 
paired with Natasha, but she didn’t like Cody comparing her to the 
bomb disposal robots. She wasn’t disposable, not really. 

“What? You’re not happy to be partnered with her, are you?” 

“Of course not. I thought the captain was going to tell me there 
was a detective spot opening up or I was finally getting a special 
assignment or put on a task force. Something. She’s been leading 
me to believe that was coming for months. But no. I got miss let’s- 
save-the-world instead. And she’s going to make my damn job 
harder. If one hair on her pretty blond head is out of place, whose 
ass is on the line?” Tommy threw her napkin down and ran her 
hands through her hair. 

“What did you do with her today?” Harry had lost her teasing 
tone and was all business. Her sister was a pain in the ass, but she 
was also a good cop and Tommy’s closest confidant. 

“Went out on patrol and left her on her desk.” It probably 
wasn’t the smartest course of action, but Tommy couldn’t take it 


back now. 

“Tomasina Finch.” Her mom only pulled out her full name 
when she was pissed. 

“I told her I’d call her if something relevant came up.” Tommy 
looked down at her plate, anywhere but at her mother. 

“and how was she supposed to magically appear in time to be 
useful? Whether you agree with the decision or not, this is your 
special assignment now. Your father and I didn’t raise you to 
thumb your nose at the chain of command and ignore your duty.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Tommy pushed food around, suddenly not 
hungry. 

“The captain chose you for this. If she didn’t think you could 
protect this social worker while also serving the community she’d 
have given the job to someone else. If you let her down now, you 
can kiss detective and anything else good-bye no matter how hard 
you’ve worked.” Her mom didn’t lecture often, but Tommy 
listened when she did. 

Dinner conversation moved on, becoming the light-hearted 
banter that usually accompanied the meal, and Tommy’s shoulders 
eased. 

After dinner, Tommy grabbed a beer and joined her sister on 
the back deck. Cody and his wife had to get the kids to bed so 
they’d already left. 

“Mama went after you hard,” Harry said. “You okay?” 

Tommy peeled the label on her beer. “I know I screwed up 
today, but I’m still uneasy with the situation. I’ve worked hard to 
build trust in the communities I work in. We’ve all done trainings 
for dealing with people having mental health crises or under the 
influence of substances. Why are the higher-ups coming in now 
and saying we’re—I’m—not good enough to do my own damn job? 
It feels like everyone’s in an uproar and this is something to point 
to and say we’re doing better. That’s shitty on every level.” 

“I wouldn’t want to deal with that either. And you're right 
about having someone else to watch out for. It’s hard enough 


watching my own ass out there. If I’ve got a partner, I want to 
know they’ve got my back and [’ve got theirs. With a civilian, 
they’re dependent on you and that’s a lot to ask. But Mama’s right. 
It doesn’t matter why she’s onboard, you’ve got to do your damn 
job.” 

“Do you ever wonder if people see us as anything other than 
Alice Finch’s kids?” Tommy moved her beer bottle back and forth 
between her hands on the deck rail. 

“Like we'll never live up to her, or we get breaks because we’re 
her kids?” 

Tommy blew out a breath. “I don’t know. Either. Both. She’s a 
lot to live up to.” 

“Hey, you're a great cop. You’ve been studying for that 
detective exam so damn long you'll probably get a perfect score.” 
Harry bumped her shoulder. “And you said yourself this social 
worker situation is shit, so clearly no one’s throwing you favors 
because of Mama.” 

They were silent for a while staring out into the dark, each 
with her own thoughts. Harry was the one who broke the silence. 

“Is she as hot as I heard?” 

“Jesus, you have no idea.” 

“Well, that’s something.” Harry saluted with her beer. “Just 
make sure you're thinking with this,” she pointed to Tommy’s 
head, “and not this,” she pointed to her crotch. 

“You're one to talk.” 

“Exactly. Learn from the mistakes your big sister makes.” 

“I knew you'd be good for something eventually.” Tommy 
ducked the swat to the back of the head she knew was coming. 

They stayed outside under the protective glow of their parents’ 
porch light for a while longer in companionable silence. Tommy 
thought about Natasha and how she was going to fit into her work 
life. How could she do her job with an untrained sidekick? What if 
she had to choose between protecting Natasha and detaining a 
suspect? Or choose to keep Natasha safe at the expense of a 


civilian? 

She finally headed home, her mind filled with what-ifs. The 
world wasn’t made up of what-ifs and there was no point indulging 
them. She'd face whatever the day threw at her in the morning. 
Until then, one thing was certain, serving her community had 
suddenly gotten significantly more complicated. 


CHAPTER Four 


Tommy arrived at work ready to apologize to Natasha and start 
fresh. She didn’t have to be happy about the circumstances in 
order to do her job. If Natasha wanted to sit shotgun all day and 
watch her work, that was fine. She could stay in the car, safe and 
sound, and write reports about how to improve the police force 
until she developed carpal tunnel and needed to go out on 
disability. As long as she stayed out of Tommy’s way. If it was a 
political stunt, it would end eventually. If it wasn’t, well, she’d 
make detective and hand over Natasha with her patrol car as soon 
as possible. 

Tommy barely acknowledged her fellow officers as she moved 
through the station on her way to Natasha’s desk. She didn’t make 
it all the way there. Natasha was nowhere in sight. She snagged 
Justin, an officer not long out of the academy and still finding his 
footing. 

“Have you seen Natasha Parsons this morning? The new social 
worker?” 

“The captain’s pet project? Blondie who’s going to save the 
world but probably get us all killed? Nah, haven’t seen her. Must 
not be used to showing up to work on time.” 

“You're right. I'm used to getting to work early. The world 
saving doesn’t stick to a nine to five.” 

There was no mistaking the irritation in the voice behind her 
and Tommy cringed. She would've laughed at the look on Justin’s 
face, but she had damage control to do. What would be facing her 
when she turned around? Hurt? Fire? Her ass about to be kicked? 

She wasn’t prepared for amusement. “Why do you find this 


supposed to be aware of her surroundings at all times. 

“What are you doing in here?” Tommy gripped the doorframe 
so tightly she thought she might need to check for finger imprints 
later. 

“Figured you'd use any excuse to leave me behind again. Didn’t 
want to chance being late. Your head okay?” Natasha didn’t look 
up from her magazine. 

“I don’t have a problem with my head.” Tommy adjusted her 
duty belt as she sat behind the wheel. “I have a problem with...” 
Better not finish that sentence. 

“Me. I know. Your temper tantrum yesterday made that 
perfectly clear.” Natasha slowly lowered the magazine and looked 
at her. “But I heard you're a good cop. And I thought good cops 
used all the tools at their disposal to do their job. So are we going 
out or are you going to sit here signed out for your whole shift?” 

“and here I thought you weren’t going to tell me how to do my 
job.” 

“Is that really what you're worried about? Deep down you 
think I’m going to dictate exactly how you're supposed to be a 
police officer?” 

“Why not? There are protests in our city and across the 
country and suddenly here you are. I work hard to be a good cop.” 

“Congratulations, you're fulfilling your job description.” 
Natasha didn’t look impressed. “But if you’re as good at your job as 
you claim, why are you so against my help? People are in the 
streets demanding you be better than just checking boxes on your 
annual review.” 

Tommy gritted her teeth. She was going to have a headache by 
the time her shift was over. “And your job description seems to be 
growing the longer we talk. You're really going to dismantle 
institutional racism, implicit bias, and reform the police 
department from the passenger seat of my patrol car?” 

Natasha looked like she’d lost her mind. “Don’t be ridiculous. 
I’m a social worker, not the owner of the Infinity Stones. I can’t 


snap my fingers and undue decades of this country’s history. All 1 
can do is my job. I’m asking you to do the same, which in our case, 
means giving me a damn chance.” 

Tommy was usually composed, even-keeled, and calm under 
pressure. It made her a good cop. What was it about Natasha that 
was getting to her so easily? 

She felt her phone buzz and she checked the display. It was 
Harry telling her to take a deep breath. She took her sister's 
advice. 

“Do I make you nervous, Officer Finch?” Natasha folded her 
magazine neatly and slid it into the handbag at her feet. 

“Have you gotten the impression I’m nervous?” Tommy steered 
into traffic. She didn’t look at Natasha. 

“Not exactly an answer. I’m under the impression you don’t 
like me. I know you’ve said you’re unhappy at this situation, but 
I’m pretty likable once you get to know me. So I’m wondering if 1 
make you nervous and that’s why you’re determined to be mad. I 
don’t want to be your enemy.” 

Tommy’s knuckles turned white from her grip on the wheel. 
“Of course you make me nervous. You have no training, no way of 
watching my back, but somehow you think you can do my job 
better than I can. So I’m stuck protecting Pretend Cop Barbie 
instead of serving my community.” 

She was good at picking up on subtle changes in body language, 
but no training was necessary to detect the change in Natasha’s 
relaxed posture. Tommy stole a glance. She didn’t know Natasha 
well, but the fury and hurt reflected in her eyes looked like 
damage from old wounds. 

You took it too far, Finch. Tommy cast about for something to say. 
Something to make up for her dickish comment. 

Sometimes simple was best. “I’m sorry. That was out of line.” 

Before she could do or say more, dispatch crackled through the 
radio and the day began in earnest. 

Near the end of their shift, Tommy was still trying to figure out 


how to make things right with Natasha. She’d barely spoken to 
Tommy all day, although the shift had been busy and they hadn’t 
had much time to interact. Tommy wanted to believe that was the 
reason, but she knew better. 

“Look, 1 really am sorry about earlier. We can disagree 
professionally, but 1 don’t have to be a dick about it.” 

“Looks like we’re making progress.” Natasha finally looked at 
her. She wasn’t quite smiling, but she wasn’t scowling anymore. 
“We finally agree on something. If you were really sorry though, 
you wouldn’t have made me listen to show tunes all day.” 

“What’s wrong with show tunes?” 

Natasha glared at her. Tommy didn’t say another word. 

Tommy turned down a street she regularly patrolled, figuring 
she’d stop in at a couple of local businesses before the end of her 
shift. She even considered letting Natasha come with her, to 
extend the olive branch a little further. Before she got to the strip 
of shops, something caught her eye and she pulled over. 

“There’s someone I have to chat with. I'll be right back.” 

“I know, stay in the car.” Natasha propped her elbow on the 
doorframe and looked out the window, away from Tommy. 

Tommy didn’t have time to explain. She jogged across the 
street and intercepted her target. 

“Zoo, what’re you doing all the way on this side of town? 
Where’s Parrot Master?” Tommy blocked the Zookeeper’s path, 
forcing her to stop and talk. 

The Zookeeper was a local drug dealer whose partner, Parrot 
Master, was the head of one of the local gangs. They were an odd 
pairing, but they always seemed dedicated to each other. Tommy 
knew the Zookeeper was protective of her man. She also knew 
there was more to the Zookeeper than selling drugs. What she 
didn’t know was why she was roaming these streets. Their 
territory was on the other side of town, near the park and the 
library. 

“Officer Finch, to what do I owe the pleasure?” The Zookeeper 


regarded her impassively. 

“Not used to seeing you on my patrol. Thought I’d stop and say 
hello.” 

The Zookeeper raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware I was 
confined to a geographical perimeter. What exactly are my 
boundaries?” 

Tommy wasn’t interested in playing games. “If you and Parrot 
Master are looking to franchise the business, I want to know. 
Expanding your territory is going to ruffle feathers and we’re 
going to be the ones to clean it up. Consider this a courtesy call.” 

“Your warning is noted, Officer. I’m simply out for a stroll.” 
The Zookeeper started to move on then stopped abruptly. She’d 
seen something over Tommy’s shoulder. “Now why, Officer Finch, 
do you have Natasha Parsons locked in your car?” 

The Zookeeper’s casual demeanor was gone. She was angry. 
Tommy took a step back and shifted her weight so she had better 
access and balance should she need to retrieve her Taser or service 
weapon. She’d had situations devolve fast before. 

“She’s not locked in my car. She’s riding with me today.” 

The Zookeeper stepped around her and approached the patrol 
car. Tommy moved to stop her, but Natasha was already out of the 
car. 

“Zookeeper. What are you doing on this side of town?” Natasha 
looked like she was greeting an old friend. 

“I had to check on two of my flock. While 1 was over here, I 
stopped by to see that friend of yours.” The Zookeeper leaned on 
the patrol car with her back to Tommy, who clearly wasn’t invited 
into the conversation. 

That wasn’t exactly just a “stroll,” and Tommy wondered at 
Natasha’s easy connection with her. It was obvious she was telling 
Natasha the truth. 

Tommy wanted to linger so she could continue eavesdropping, 
but both Natasha and the Zookeeper grew silent after their initial 
greeting and looked at her pointedly. Natasha actually drummed 


her fingers on the top of the patrol car. 

Tommy could take a hint and moved farther away, but not so 
far that she couldn’t reach Natasha if needed. She surveyed the 
area, curious at the Zookeeper’s mention of her flock and 
Natasha’s friend. The blooming flowers and tweeting birds 
provided no clues. When Tommy saw the conversation wrapping 
up, she moved closer again. 

Before she left, the Zookeeper patted Natasha’s shoulder and 
nodded to Tommy. Natasha slid into the passenger’s seat and 
Tommy waited a beat, unsure if she should continue with her plan 
of stopping in at the businesses up ahead, or sign out for the day 
since her shift was over. She figured Natasha was probably tired of 
her by now and dropped behind the wheel. 

“The Zookeeper said the domestic violence suspect you guys 
have been chasing your tails on has been hiding out in that 
apartment over there.” Natasha pointed subtly. “He’s off work at 
midnight. Might want to have someone here to pick him up.” 

“we checked his work. He hasn’t been there since his girlfriend 
called us.” 

“Midnight. That apartment.” 

“And what, I’m supposed to trust secondhand information from 
a drug dealer on this?” Tommy blew out a breath. Everyone 
wanted this guy. 

“You're supposed to trust me.” The fire was back in Natasha’s 
eyes. “But since you clearly don’t, the guy picked up some odd job 
work with Parrot Master’s crew. The Zookeeper isn’t cool with 
crimes against women and she’s cutting him loose. Pick him up or 
not, your choice.” 

Tommy wished she’d gotten the tip herself or better yet, had 
gotten it from one of her trusted informants, but she didn’t think 
Natasha would purposefully screw her. She picked up the radio 
and called it in. 

“Is it true she’s a lawyer?” 

Natasha was looking out the window and didn’t look at Tommy 


now. “She is. Or was. Admitted to the bar and everything. I 
checked. I don’t know why she’s here and not in a courtroom. I’d 
like to know, but she’s never told me.” 

“How do you know her?” Tommy headed back to the station. 
The Zookeeper seemed like safe conversation. Tommy wanted to 
get back without stepping on any more land mines. 

“I know a lot of people who can help you. If you'll let me in.” 

They were silent for the rest of the ride. Tommy thought about 
what Natasha said. She might be right. But how did she change the 
way she approached policing when the way she worked had been 
drilled into her from the time she was a toddler? These weren’t the 
kind of thoughts for the end of a long shift. She looked over at 
Natasha. Tomorrow wasn’t likely to provide any respite to her 
churning gut and uneasy mind. But change seemed to be coming 
whether she wanted it or not. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Natasha was at work early, ready to go toe to toe with Tommy 
again. Not even this particular butch shaped mountain was so 
immovable that she couldn’t be won over. She’d heard chatter that 
the Zookeeper’s tip had panned out, so hopefully that would buy 
her a little good will. It felt like she and Tommy had inched closer 
to the idea of making inroads toward getting along. She'd 
categorize it as both of them having picked up pencils in 
anticipation of negotiating rules to a game they would one day, 
ideally, compete in as teammates. She wondered what Tommy’s 
team uniform policy was. She looked great in a uniform. She’d 
probably look even better out of it. 

Whoa. Nope. Natasha jumped up and walked a lap around the 
station. If they didn’t like the job she was there to do, she’d have to 
win them over herself. She circled the room and turned her charm 
up to level fifteen. By the time she made it back to her desk, she’d 
earned a few smiles and learned that Officer Ramirez could solve a 
Rubik’s Cube in less than a minute, Officer Lopes was a very good 
electrician, Officer Davis was sickeningly happily married with a 
wife and four kids, and Officer Lipinski was the best chef in the 
station. 

“Making friends already?” Pete was leaning against her desk 
when she got back. 

“Getting to know my co-workers.” Natasha nudged him out of 
the way so she could sit. 

“It’s not you-the-person they don’t like. Remember that. It’s 
the idea of you.” 

“Tm not the boogey man, Pete. And there’s only one me.” 


“You know what | mean. They'll come around once they get to 
know you.” Pete looked too hopeful for Natasha to trust he 
actually believed what he was saying. 

“No one can resist me. You know that, buddy.” Natasha forced 
her biggest smile. It faltered at the end. 

“I imagine that’s true,” Tommy said. 

Natasha jumped up and whipped around. Tommy’s face was 
impassive. 

“TIl let you two get to work.” Pete bounded off too quickly. 

“I wanted to let you know I have traffic duty all day today. Not 
much for you to do, so you might as well stay here. If anything 
interesting comes up, lll call you and you can get a ride over.” 
Tommy’s expression never changed. Her voice was monotone. 

“Is this progress? Are you starting to like me? Just days ago you 
snuck out of here without me and now look at us.” 

“I have to answer for my sins to a higher power. I’m trying to 
avoid that.” Tommy’s mouth quirked up. She quickly clamped 
down on the show of emotion, but Natasha saw it. Tommy had 
started to smile. 

“I doubt any higher power cares whether you tell me you have 
traffic duty or leave me wondering where you are all day.” Natasha 
sat back against her desk and crossed her ankles. Tommy glanced 
down at her legs. There was a reason these were Natasha’s favorite 
pair of pants. 

“You've never met my mother.” 

Natasha pushed off the desk and moved closer. “Your mother 
has enough power to get you to do the right thing? I can’t wait to 
meet this woman.” 

“You're not going to meet my mother.” Tommy took a step 
back and crossed her arms. 

“Uh-huh. We'll see.” Natasha turned and sat at her desk and 
waved over her shoulder. “Go have fun playing in traffic. I'll see 
you tomorrow.” It took a few beats before she heard Tommy turn 
to go. “Oh, and, Tommy?” She looked over her shoulder and 


caught Tommy’s eye. “Thanks for letting me know where you'd be 
today.” 

Although being out in the community and actively helping 
individuals in crisis was why she took the job, in truth, it was a 
relief to be stuck at her desk all day. She had plenty of computer 
work to do and she preferred not to take it home. 

Natasha’s thoughts drifted back to college and her friend 
Joseph. She hadn’t thought of the night of his arrest in a while. 
That night the police were unprepared when they arrived and 
despite the tearful protests of his friends, a delusional, paranoid, 
actively psychotic Joseph was incarcerated instead of taken to the 
hospital. The whole incident had left a lasting mark and still 
featured in her dreams occasionally. She shuddered. She was in a 
different place now. She was stronger and wiser and in a position 
to make positive changes so the other Josephs in the world didn’t 
have the same outcome. 

She thought about Pete and Tommy. Knowing them, and some 
of the other officers she’d worked with briefly, she already had a 
hard time imagining them treating anyone with the callous 
disregard the responding officers had shown Joseph. That didn’t 
mean she couldn’t help them out with more tools to make their 
jobs easier and to help those who needed it most. Figuring out how 
best to do that was the tricky part. 

Natasha got up and looked for Pete. She wasn’t going to find 
the answers she needed staring at her computer, no matter how 
much work she had to do. No luck. He was massive, he didn’t blend 
in anywhere, but she looked around again, just to be sure. She 
evaluated the other options still in the station. Rubik’s Cube 
Ramirez and Top Chef Lipinski seemed like the best choices. They 
were sitting at desks next to each other, so she could talk to both 
of them. 

As she drew near, their conversation caught her attention. 

“Ranting and raving.” 

“Said he’d just bought everything he needed to build a rocket 


ship and was going to be the first man on Mars.” 

“Don’t think he’s slept.” 

“Someone you know?” Natasha stopped in front of the two 
desks. 

“Nah, just some nut job in one of the holding cells. One of the 
other patrol guys picked him up banging on the door of an 
electrical supply store at two a.m. Got squirrelly when they tried to 
talk to him. Drugs or something. The guy’s out of his mind.” 

“Any reason I can’t have a talk with him?” Natasha was already 
headed toward the holding cells. 

Cube and Chef waved her on. One ranting individual in a 
holding cell was probably not an unusual occurrence. 

Natasha found her man easily. He was the only one in his cell. 

“My name’s Natasha. Do you mind if we chat for a few 
minutes?” 

“Not at all. But be prepared for all that I have to teach you.” He 
was pacing the floor as if driven by a malfunctioning motor. 

“I look forward to it. Can you tell me your name and why 
you're here?” 

“Tm Reginald Standish III, and I’m here because the police got 
in the way of my work. I was in the middle of finalizing plans for 
my manned spacecraft capable of traveling near the speed of light. 
I needed a few supplies to begin small scale testing.” 

“and these supplies, you could only get them at two a.m.? Did 
you expect the store to be open?” Natasha pulled up a chair. 

“Well, I was up, and ordering was going to take too long, I’ve 
been working nonstop on this project. Why should I be forced to 
wait until sunrise for what I need? Do you understand the 
possibilities? Of course not, how could you? You're constrained by 
the limits of your mind. It hasn’t had the awakening mine has.” 

Natasha considered Reginald as he paced back and forth in 
front of her. She didn’t agree with Cube and Chef's assessment of 
him as a “nutjob,” but she did suspect he wasn’t well. 

“How nonstop are we talking, Reginald? When was the last time 


you slept?” 

“Oh, Lord. Please don’t live up to every dumb blond stereotype 
out there. Science and human discovery cannot be confined by 
circadian rhythms, or monetary expenditures, or the limits we 
place on our own minds.” Reginald’s withering glare was one for 
the record books. 

“Okay, so it’s safe to say it’s been a while? Are we talking hours 
or days? Is this project you’re working on self-funded?” 

Reginald jolted to a stop in front of Natasha. He looked at her 
intently. “I had to pay for everything myself. I couldn’t get anyone 
to believe in what I’m about to achieve.” 

“Is this how you usually work? Nonstop like this? Paying for 
everything yourself?” Natasha watched his presentation carefully. 

“Not at all. I’ve been stuck in such a dark place lately, but the 
past week or two such inspiration hit. I don’t need sleep. The ideas 
are flowing so fast I can’t catch them all sometimes. My mind is 
like a motor driving me. I’m going to solve it. Or I was, until I 
ended up in here.” 

Natasha let Reginald know she’d return shortly and stepped 
away. She tracked down Lieutenant Smith, a cop almost as 
buttoned up as Tommy. 

“Explain it to me again,” Lieutenant Smith said. “The guy down 
in holding is what? And you want to send him where?” 

“Manic, most likely and I'd like to get him to agree to go to the 
hospital.” Natasha stood as straight as she could. She wasn’t sure 
how the officers managed that ramrod posture. Maybe she’d ask 
Tommy about it. Or Pete. Pete was safer. 

The lieutenant evaluated her for what felt like interminable 
hours. Natasha felt her attempt at standing at attention starting to 
crack. She was going to strain something if she kept this up much 
longer. 

“The captain said you're here to do this sort of thing. Divert 
mental health cases from jail to services they need. You think this 
guy is one of those? I don’t want to let him off the hook if he’s 


faking it.” 

Jesus fucking Christ. Natasha wanted to drag Lieutenant Smith to 
holding and ask her how Reginald could possibly be faking the 
manic episode, but that wasn’t likely to help her case. 

“It is my clinical opinion the man in holding would be better 
served with an evaluation at the hospital than wearing a groove in 
the holding room floor with his pacing.” 

The lieutenant nodded. “Make it happen. But if you’re wrong, 
this lands on your ass. And that isn’t how we stand at attention, 
but you get points for trying.” 

Natasha slumped as soon as Lieutenant Smith walked away. She 
called after her. “How many points? What do I win once | get 
enough?” She dug her phone out of her pocket. Reginald and 
others like him were the reason she took the job, clenched back 
muscles be damned. She called a friend in the emergency 
department. Once she knew there was a bed open, if he needed it, 
she went back to holding to talk to Reginald. Technically, the 
police could take him to the hospital even if he didn’t agree to go, 
but she wanted to try to get Reginald on board. 

Natasha approached holding. Reginald was still pacing 
animatedly. 

“Reginald, I told you I’d be back once I checked in with one of 
the officers here. I’ve done that and we agree that you should go to 
the hospital to be seen there instead of staying here with us. What 
do you think about that?” 

“You think I’m crazy too?” Reginald stopped in front of her 
again. He looked sad. 

“I absolutely do not.” Natasha stepped closer so Reginald could 
see her face clearly. “I’m worried about you and I think there are 
people who can help. Have any of your doctors ever talked to you 
about the dark times you mentioned or other times you've felt 
energized and inspired to work without sleep?” 

Reginald nodded. “I don’t want to go back to the dark. Is that 
what’s going to happen?” 


“It doesn’t have to be that way. Will you agree to go to the 
hospital to get some help?” 

Reginald’s consent was almost too quiet for Natasha to hear. 
The second time he said it was louder and had more conviction. 

Natasha seized Reginald’s motivation and got the ball rolling to 
get him transported to the emergency department. Once he was on 
his way Natasha flopped back at her desk. She’d done similar 
assessments and hospitalizations before, but this time her 
adrenaline had kicked in and now she was exhausted. Her phone 
buzzed with a text from Tommy. 

Back at it tomorrow. See you bright and early. 

The police station felt like a battleground and she was a one- 
woman army. If only everyone around her didn’t seem to be on the 
other side. Someday soon, she’d change that, but today she had a 
date with Kayla. She’d been promised an obnoxiously large fruity 
cocktail, and Kayla was going to have to pay up. Changing hearts 
and minds was going to have to wait for another day. 


CHAPTER Six 


Natasha looked across the room at the door. She could probably 
make it if she ran. But her legs felt like jelly and she was sucking 
air so deeply she figured her lungs looked like two oversized 
balloons about to pop. Running wasn’t an option. 

“I see you eying the door. There is no escape.” 

“I really hate you right now.” Natasha glared at Kayla, which 
allowed her to pause the ridiculous maneuver being asked of her, 
that in her opinion defied the natural constraints of the human 
body. More annoying than the fact that Kayla had talked her into 
this hell masquerading as a workout class was that Kayla didn’t 
look the least bit out of breath. 

“Ten more minutes.” Kayla pointed to Natasha’s dumbbells. 
They were the smallest in the room. 

“Fine. But you better be taking me somewhere amazing after 
this. You promised me cocktails, not sweat and misery.” 

Forty-five minutes later, she was showered and dressed, and 
Kayla stood at the top of a flight of stairs taunting her with the 
promise of food. She was still wobbly legged and considered 
spending the night curled up where she stood so she didn’t have to 
attempt even one more step up, but she didn’t think Kayla would 
deliver dinner. 

She sagged against the wall when she finally summited. “Where 
are you taking me?” 

“I thought we could try the new place over on Main that 
opened last week.” Kayla looked like she was trying not to laugh. 

“Absolutely not.” 

“What? Why? You always drag me to new places. What’s wrong 


with that one?” 

“Nothing’s wrong with it.” Natasha pushed off the wall and 
took one tentative step. She wasn’t looking forward to work 
tomorrow. “Except they don’t serve meat and you’re buying me a 
cheeseburger. After what you just put me through, | need a 
cheeseburger. And a milkshake.” 

“Fries?” 

Did Kayla know her at all? She looked at her incredulously. 

“So that look means I shouldn’t have even asked, right?” Kayla 
looped her arm through Natasha's and led her toward the door. 
“Come on. I'll be your legs tonight. How was I supposed to know 
you were so out of shape?” 

“Should I be insulted or proud that I survived?” Natasha leaned 
into Kayla. 

“Be proud. Some of her classes are really hard.” 

Natasha jabbed Kayla in the ribs. “This wasn’t one of her hard 
ones, was it?” 

“Uh, no. This was for beginners and active seniors.” Kayla 
wasn’t doing a good job of keeping a straight face. 

“Well, that’s a glancing blow to my large and rock-solid ego.” 

Natasha and Kayla dissolved into laughter as they walked arm 
in arm down the street. They turned the corner toward their 
burger joint and crashed into two very solid figures. Natasha 
started to stumble and was unable to use her depleted legs to catch 
herself. She was caught by one of those solid bodies before she 
landed on her ass. When she looked up, Tommy was holding her, 
looking as flustered as she felt. 

“Officer Finch, you do have impeccable timing.” Natasha wasn’t 
in a hurry for Tommy to let her go. Tommy looked damn good out 
of her uniform, and Natasha was happy to take a moment to look. 

“are you okay?” Tommy looked worried. 

“Of course, why?” 

“You lost your balance and you look a little flushed. Do you 
need me to get you home?” 


Natasha patted Tommy’s cheek and stepped out of her arms. “I 
stumbled because I ran into a Finch-sized brick wall, I’m not 
drunk. But thank you for worrying about me. My friend Kayla 
there tortured me for over an hour at a ‘beginner’ exercise class 
and now I can’t walk.” 

Natasha looked to Kayla and noticed the other woman with 
Tommy. There was no mistaking the familial resemblance. This 
woman looked like an older, softer Tommy, although she didn’t 
lack butch sex appeal either. She also had the ramrod posture and 
neatly put together presentation. Another cop, if Natasha were a 
betting woman. 

“Henrietta Finch, officially, but everyone calls me Harry. I’m 
Tommy’s much better looking, wiser, and more accomplished big 
sister.” Harry extended her hand to Natasha and Kayla. 

“Family comedian is more like it.” Tommy elbowed Harry in 
the ribs. 

Natasha could see the bond between them. It was apparent in 
the way they moved through each other’s space and traded barbs. 

“Nice to meet you, Harry. I’m Natasha Parsons. I’m sure 
Tommy’s told you all about the pain in the ass social worker she’s 
stuck with. Now you’ve gotten to meet me.” 

“That’s not...exactly what I said.” Tommy looked from Harry to 
Natasha. 

“Don’t worry, stick with Tommy. If you're out with her, you're 
in good hands and you're getting the best we’ve got to offer. And 
I’m sure you’ve had a few choice words about her too. I usually 
have a few after spending an hour with her, let alone a whole day.” 

“All right, that’s enough out of you.” Tommy gave her sister a 
gentle shove. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Natasha. Enjoy your 
evening.” 

“Good night, Tommy.” Natasha turned and watched Tommy 
and Harry walk away. She didn’t feel guilty for comparing their 
asses. Tommy had just bowled her over and they were off the 
clock. As she was making her final determination, Tommy turned 


around and caught her staring. Natasha didn’t turn away and gave 
her a tiny salute. 

“Officer Finch?” Kayla slapped her arm, forcing Natasha away 
from visions of Tommy’s very nice ass and back to Kayla. “As in 
your jerk of a partner?” 

“I don’t think she’s a jerk. She just hasn’t given me a chance to 
remove the stick up her ass. We haven’t gotten a chance to get to 
know each other yet.” 

“Looked like you were getting acquainted to me.” Kayla 
grabbed Natasha's hand and pulled her down the sidewalk toward 
the restaurant. 

Kayla waited until Natasha was done inhaling her 
cheeseburger, fries, and milkshake before she started asking 
questions. 

Natasha tried to explain the first few days of work. It was hard 
to summarize her feelings about the job and most especially about 
Tommy. 

“Tm happy to hear all about your day to day.” Kayla took 
another sip of her milkshake. “But I’d rather hear more about 
officer hottie you were snuggling with.” 

“Not snuggling.” Natasha jabbed a French fry at her. 

Kayla waved her off. “If you did happen to go down the officer 
and a blonde porn reel, who tops who?” 

“Well, dinner took a turn.” 

“Don’t say in an unexpected direction.” Kayla raised an 
eyebrow. “You've known me too long to play innocent now.” 

Natasha took another long drag on her milkshake. “And you’ve 
known me too long to ask dumb questions like that.” 

“Even a big butch cop like her, huh?” 

“She doesn’t scare me.” That wasn’t entirely true. 

Kayla looked like she was going to call bullshit. “Uh-huh. You 
going to find out if you’re right?” 

“I am not. I’ve been a member of the police department for less 
than a week and have learned one basic lesson. Don’t fuck your 


partner. In any sense. Besides, it’s hard to separate all cops from 
the night with Joseph, you know?” 

“She looks like the type who could create a whole vault of new 
memories, and you've never met a rule that couldn’t be bent. But 
fine, no fucking. What about her sister? That one might break your 
butch topping streak.” 

Natasha leaned across the table. “Is that drool I see? I thought 
you swore off looking for Prince Charming.” 

“Oh, honey, I don’t think that one’s a prince, and | don’t think 
she’s looking to charm. Did you get a look at her?” 

Natasha hadn’t spent much time looking at Harry. She’d 
noticed the familial resemblance and gone back to ogling Tommy. 
Historically, it had been better for their friendship when she and 
Kayla hadn’t shown any interest in the same woman, but this time 
she shouldn’t be interested in either one. 

She tried to think of Tommy leaving her at the station on her 
first day. Or making her wait in the car repeatedly when she might 
be able to help. All she saw was Tommy’s ass. 

“Damn it.” 

Kayla looked smug. 

“Don’t give me that look. If this blows up in my face, it’s all 
your fault. You were the one who brought up porn and made me 
think about her ass.” 

“I never mentioned her ass.” Kayla’s delight was over-the-top, 
even for her. 

Later, at home, away from Kayla egging her on, Natasha found 
some perspective. Sure, Tommy was hot, but she’d worked with 
other hot women before. No reason to lose her head just because 
Tommy was possibly comparable to a Greek god. Besides, she had 
bigger things to worry about than Tommy’s pretty face. Like how 
to get out of the patrol car and onto the street to start doing her 
job. Since when was the actual job the easy part? 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Tommy pulled the patrol car to the curb of a very familiar house. 
She’d personally responded to calls there multiple times over the 
past year. It was always the same. She’d go in, talk to everyone 
involved, no one would say anything useful, and despite knowing 
the situation remained volatile, she’d leave, sure she’d be back. 
Today she was back after a call from the mother in the house. 

“This probably won't take long. We get called out here a lot. I 
know what’s waiting for me without having to go in. Doesn't seem 
to be much we can do to break through though.” Tommy pulled 
the door handle and kicked her foot out of the car. 

“I can’t tell if you’re joking or if you’re seriously expecting me 
to wait in the car.” Natasha grabbed her own door handle and got 
out. 

Tommy pushed the rest of the way out hurriedly. She looked 
over the roof of the car at Natasha. “I’m not joking. You wait here. 
TIl be right back.” 

Natasha threw her hands up. “Why would you want me in the 
car when I can be useful in there?” 

Tommy looked at the house, then back at Natasha. “It’s not one 
of your mental health or substance abuse calls. What would you 
do? Teenage son loses his temper, takes it out on his mother and 
sister, Rinse and repeat.” 

“and nothing in what you just said suggests mental health or 
substance use concerns? How often did you raise a hand to your 
mother?” 

“Not the point. I’ve got to go.” Tommy rounded the car and 
headed toward the house. “When people call nine-one-one, they 


want a quick response. Wait in the car.” 

She could tell Natasha was angry, but she didn’t have time to 
unruffle her feathers. Tommy wasn’t trying to be an ass, she just 
didn’t know how to let Natasha be part of her work. She didn’t see 
the need for what she said she could provide, and this call didn’t 
seem to fit the criteria she'd been given. Eventually, one would 
come along and Natasha could show her what she could do. 

She made it halfway up the walk when Pete pulled up. Tommy 
and Pete announced themselves at the door. A young woman 
opened the door and they cautiously made their way in. Tommy 
recognized her as the oldest child who lived in the house. She’d 
just graduated from high school. She looked frazzled and her shirt 
was ripped. She’d been well put together the last time they’d met, 
but Tommy saw drastic changes in people all the time. 

She waved them through to the kitchen. The family matriarch 
was sitting in the kitchen with ice on her face. When she saw 
Tommy she jumped to her feet, pulling the ice away in the process. 
Her eye was swollen shut and a cut on her cheek was still bleeding 
slowly. 

“I know I called you, but things are fine. You don’t need to be 
here. False alarm. I’m fine.” 

“With all due respect, you don’t look fine.” Tommy moved 
farther into the kitchen looking around as she did, evaluating the 
scene. She saw Pete moving around the living room, doing the 
same. 

“She said she’s fine. Get out of my house.” 

Tommy whipped around. The youngest child, a boy in his early 
teens, was standing in the living room, his forward progress halted 
by Pete. 

This was where she always ended up when she came here. The 
mother or sister called the police, and once she arrived, one or 
both of them insisted everything was fine. Whether they were 
afraid of him or protecting him, she wasn’t sure, but he was the 
source of the problems. 


Tommy approached the surly teenager. “Jaden, right? I’m 
Officer Finch. You can call me Tommy. I’ve got a job to do here 
before I can leave. Why don’t you tell me what happened while my 
buddy here talks to your mom and sister?” 

“Fuck you.” 

“That’s one way you can play this.” Tommy hooked a thumb on 
her duty belt, careful to avoid putting her hand anywhere near her 
weapon. “But believe it or not, I’m here to help.” 

Jaden sat on the couch, turned on the TV, and picked up a 
videogame controller without another word. Tommy wanted to 
pick up the console and toss it out the window, but she didn’t let 
any of that frustration seep into her expression. She walked over 
to Pete who seemed to be having about the same luck with the 
mom and sister. 

“Might be time for Natasha.” Pete nodded toward the door. 

“Why? This isn’t one of hers.” Tommy cocked her head and 
looked up at Pete. 

“Trust me.” Pete clapped her on the shoulder and headed for 
the door. “We'll be right back.” 

Tommy let out a breath. Was Natasha going to look victorious 
when she walked in? Would she rub it in Tommy’s face later? That 
didn’t seem like her style. There was nothing for her to do while 
she waited. It was always the times you wanted to be 
inconspicuous when you felt the most awkward. Tommy was sure 
the rest of the room could hear the random hold music on a loop in 
her head. It felt like Pete and Natasha had stopped for coffee on 
the way from the car to the house by the time they finally made it 
through the door. 

Natasha barely glanced her way once she was in the house. 
Tommy watched Natasha assess the scene and each of the players 
carefully before heading for the mother still parked in the kitchen. 
Jaden didn’t look up from his game as Natasha walked by. Tommy 
couldn’t help but follow her path. She hadn’t exaggerated when 
she’d told Harry that Natasha was ungodly hot. But they were 


partners and Natasha was nothing but interference. Not much of a 
match made in heaven there, even if Tommy was inclined to dip a 
toe in those waters. Which she absolutely wasn’t. 

Less than five minutes after Natasha pulled up a kitchen chair 
and started talking to Jaden’s mother and sister, Natasha was 
passing out tissues and patting his mother’s hand soothingly. 

“What the fuck is happening?” Tommy started for the kitchen, 
but Pete held her back. 

“Let her work.” 

Soon Natasha was up and headed for Jaden. Tommy wasn’t 
letting her talk to him alone. She was responsible for her safety. 
Once again, Pete pulled her back. 

“Let Nat work, Tommy. We’re right here if the kid gets jumpy. 
Trust me, she’s handled worse.” 

Tommy felt her hackles rise, but she stood where she was. Was 
it jealousy? Natasha and Pete were awfully close, which shouldn’t 
matter, right? Wounded professional pride? She laser focused on 
Natasha so she didn’t have to figure it out. 

Natasha plopped herself on the coffee table in front of Jaden, 
blocking his view of his game. Tommy admired her balls. Jaden 
looked far less impressed. Tommy was itching to move closer, but 
she’d had enough corralling from Pete for one day. Tommy 
couldn’t hear what Natasha was saying to Jaden since they were 
speaking quietly, but after a few minutes, Jaden’s posture relaxed. 
They chatted for a while, far longer than Tommy had ever 
managed with the explosive teen. 

Eventually, Natasha waved the rest of Jaden’s family over. They 
flanked him on the couch and looked attentively at Natasha. She 
was ticking things off on her fingers and looking at each family 
member, who were nodding or shaking their heads as she moved 
through fingers. Tommy’s jaw almost hit the floor when Jaden’s 
mother and sister leaned in and hugged him and he reached up to 
wipe tears away. Natasha patted him on the knee and got up. 

“So, what, you fixed them?” Tommy inclined her head toward 


the three on the couch. 

Natasha looked back over her shoulder. “Oh no. Definitely not. 
But I have enough of a sense of what’s going on that we came up 
with a plan that works for everyone and can get them the help 
they need. | have to make a couple of phone calls. Can | trust you 
to stay with your babysitter while m away and not burn the house 
down?” 

Tommy swallowed her response since Natasha was too far away 
for Tommy to whisper. What she wanted to say wasn’t “whole 
room” material. 

“Don’t worry, pal, I’m one of the cool babysitters.” Pete nudged 
her with his elbow and winked. 

“Whose side are you on?” Tommy took a step away and avoided 
looking at Pete. 

Tommy was on the sidelines watching Natasha work far longer 
than she found comfortable, but finally they wrapped up and 
pulled away from Jaden’s house. Tommy only made it around the 
block before her questions threatened to damage something if 
locked away a moment longer. 

“What did you do in there?” 

“My job.” Natasha had fire in her eyes. “Which you should let 
me do more often. It helped that family today a hell of a lot more 
than your frequent visits.” 

Tommy gripped the wheel tightly. She took a deep breath. It 
wasn’t Natasha’s fault they were both stuck in this situation. 
“You're right, we haven’t had a lot of luck with that family. What 
did you do that was so different?” 

“Tommy, I’m a social worker, not a cop. That alone made them 
more willing to talk to me. But I also had something to offer them 
that you didn’t. I could offer them hope and the help they needed.” 

“and I couldn’t offer them those things, why?” 

Tommy could feel Natasha’s eyes on her, but she kept her focus 
on the road. “I can’t tell if you’re purposely being a smart-ass or if 
you're adorably dense, but TIl give you the benefit of the doubt 


because despite myself, I kinda like you.” 

What the hell does that mean? Tommy wasn’t about to look over 
at Natasha for clues. 

“If Jaden’s mom had told you he was the one who'd blackened 
her eye, what would you have done?” 

“Arrested him.” This had to be a trap. 

“Of course, because you're a police officer down to your bone 
marrow, and you're trained to stop people who hurt other people 
by removing them from the situation. But what they all needed 
was a social worker, someone who offered alternatives and a path 
to make things better. Ways that don’t include hauling a kid off to 
jail when all he needs is real help. That’s why my ass is riding 
shotgun with you. But you’ve got to let me out of the car. Pete’s 
not always going to come let me off my leash. Deal?” 

Tommy looked at Natasha. “But he broke the law and has done 
so repeatedly. That’s not the first time I’ve walked in on a scene 
like that. Sometimes it’s his sister that he’s beat all to hell. Don’t 
you care about protecting the victim?” She didn’t mean to raise 
her voice. She’d felt bad for Jaden too, she could see he was 
struggling, but it didn’t change the fact that he was assaulting his 
family. 

“At ease, Officer. Of course I care about the victim. But I have a 
more expansive definition of who the victims are than you do. 
Jaden needs services, not jail, which is something his mother 
understands too. That’s why she never talks to you. And now the 
entire family’s getting those services. Which is good for everyone, 
even stubborn cops.” 
looked out the window. 

Tommy had a decision to make. Deescalate or dig in. She liked 
to think that her abilities to adapt, learn, and listen, plus her 
people skills made her good at what she did. Now was the time to 
be a good cop. 

“This is new to me. I’m not used to being sidelined. You might 
have some housetraining to do in that regard. Maybe we can call a 


Natasha turned away from Tommy and 


truce?” 

Natasha threw a thousand-watt smile her way. “Housetraining, 
you say? I can work with that. But if you start humping my leg...” 

“Would you like to finish that sentence?” Tommy braked at a 
red light and turned to face Natasha. 

“Not yet. Let’s see how the housetraining goes first.” Natasha 
smiled and winked. 

How Natasha was able to upend Tommy with one closed eye 
was a mystery. 

“Would you like to know what Jaden and his family are 
getting?” 

“Getting?” Tommy shook her head to focus. 

“As in, what services we put in place for them.” 

“You mean you.” 

“I said what I mean. I think of us as a team. Think how much 
we'll be able to get done when you do too.” 

“all right.” Tommy picked up the radio to answer a dispatch 
call and shot a look at Natasha. “This has to be weird for you too. 
You're busting my balls, but you don’t look like you’ve spent any 
hours in a police car.” 

“The scenery is certainly nicer than my old job.” 

Tommy’s skin tingled from Natasha’s gaze. When she looked 
over, Natasha held eye contact but pointed out the window to the 
city park they were driving past. 

“Not many opportunities for admiring the natural beauty of 
the city.” She grinned. 

“Glad I can be of service.” 

Natasha’s eyes lit up. “Are you at my service? That is your job 
description, right? Lunch first, please.” 

“Not exactly.” Tommy couldn’t help but smile. “You’re missing 
a few key bits, but it is time for lunch. I'll buy.” She wasn’t sure 
why she’d invited Natasha, but she couldn’t back out now. 

“Close enough.” Natasha waved her off. “Do you want to hear 
about the good work we did for Jaden or not?” 


Tommy laughed this time. Natasha was going to keep her on 
her toes, but she was hard to dislike. Poor Jaden hadn’t stood a 
chance. 

Natasha explained the appointment she’d lined up for the 
family with a home-based service provider who would work with 
Jaden and his mother. Each would be supported in developing 
skills and creating structure to lessen Jaden’s dysregulation and 
outbursts. She’d also been able to get them in to a new 
psychiatrist. Jaden’s old provider had gone out of network on his 
mother’s insurance and they'd stopped going. 

Help and hope were exactly what Natasha had provided for 
them. She was right. She was also right that Tommy wasn’t 
equipped to offer the same. More specifically, she personally 
wasn’t, but clearly the resource she needed had been sitting in her 
car, 

“I see the wheels turning in there, Officer. If you start thinking 
on me, I'll be forced to come to the conclusion you’re the full 
package. How inconvenient would that be?” 

Tommy pulled to the curb in front of her favorite food truck, 
her brow furrowed. “Did you just insult me, compliment me, and 
then insinuate an insult? Right before I buy you lunch?” 

“Point taken. I should’ve waited until after you fed me.” 

Natasha smiled and Tommy kicked herself. She knew Natasha 
was teasing her, and when she smiled like that, Tommy was willing 
to take any insult, lap up any compliment, or put up with any 
social worker in the passenger seat of her car. Since when was the 
most dangerous thing on her beat sitting in her patrol car? 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Natasha let Tommy order first from the questionable looking food 
truck where they’d stopped for lunch. The man in the truck leaned 
so far out the window to greet Tommy she thought he might 
tumble to the ground. It seemed unlikely that someone who was 
willing to risk that kind of fall would poison a cop. And the food 
did smell amazing. 

“I never would’ve pictured you for a four-sausage kinda lady.” 
Tommy balled up her napkin and tossed it in the to-go box. 

“Those aren't sausages, they’re fancy hot dogs. I went easy on 
you since it was your treat.” 

“I hope you’re not going to be hungry the rest of our shift. 
When my nieces get hungry they get whiny and angry. Is that what 
Ihave to look forward to the rest of the day?” 

Natasha saw a hint of a smile on Tommy’s face. She liked it. “I 
don’t need to be hungry to get angry, Officer Finch, but I very 
rarely whine.” 

Tommy raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. Natasha’s 
thoughts raced down all different roads wondering what Tommy’s 
eyebrow was communicating. She moved on. 

“So, Tommy, tell me, why did we have lunch clear across town 
from the station at a food truck that looks like it had its heyday in 
the sixties?” 

“Cause it’s Lenny’s truck.” Tommy looked thoughtful. 

Natasha waited for more information from Tommy. None came. 
She gave Tommy a gentle elbow. 

“Am I supposed to know Lenny? Some kind of police code word 
or big boss?” 


Tommy laughed. “No, Lenny’s just an old friend of my dad’s. 
After he retired he started up his food truck. He’d always wanted 
to have one. He refuses to come close to my station or Harry’s. He 
says it would be taking advantage of our relationship so I haul out 
here whenever | can to grab a bite.” 

“and why did he call you ‘J2’?” 

Tommy looked at the ground. Natasha could tell whatever J2 
meant, it was personal. 

“You don’t have to tell me. I was curious since I’ve never heard 
anyone call you that before.” 

“No, it’s okay. It’s just, you're...” 

“Your mortal enemy and now you feel like you have to share 
something with me that makes you vulnerable? Am I close?” 

“Nailed it. You know I don’t think of you as a mortal enemy, 
right? We just view policing differently?” 

“Tommy, we don’t see policing differently. Bad guys do bad 
things, you round them up, with as little force and as much respect 
as possible and toss them in jail. I’m fine with that. But we’re 
getting a bit stuck on the gray areas of who’s a bad guy and who 
needs someone like me more than they need someone like you.” 

“But if we start ignoring the law for some people, where does it 
end?” Tommy propped her knee and ran her hand through her 
hair. 

“Who says we have to ignore the law? I’m not suggesting you 
turn a blind eye to an assault or robbery just because the 
perpetrator has a substance use disorder or suffers from mental 
health issues.” 

“Wait, isn’t that exactly what we did with Jaden about an hour 
ago?” Tommy laughed and crumpled up her trash. 

“We didn’t ignore the assault any more than you did all the 
other times you were at that house. This time we did something 
active to prevent it from happening again. And you were never 
going to get his mother to press charges.” 

Tommy shook her head, but she was still smiling. “We agree on 


the last point at least. And you're right that the kid needed the 
services you set up. But there are a lot of hypothetical scenarios I 
could play out for you where I’m not sure it would be so black-and- 
white. What happens then?” 

“Would you ever beat up a suspect to get them to confess to a 
crime? Or trample on someone’s rights, just a little, to ensure you 
got your big bad criminal?” 

Tommy looked taken aback. “Of course not. That would make 
mea really bad cop.” 

“There are a lot of hypothetical scenarios where some people 
might say it was justified. TV cops do it all the time.” 

“Natasha, I don’t play a cop on TV. I’m a real one and | don’t do 
that kind of bullshit.” 

Natasha touched Tommy’s hand. “So how about we start 
trusting each other and face those hypotheticals you’re so worried 
about together? I showed you some of mine today, and you seemed 
to like what you saw. Are you ready to reciprocate?” 

She sat back, waiting for an answer. Tommy’s cheeks were 
flushed. Off-kilter looked good on her. 

“Do I want to know what reciprocating looks like?” 

Natasha rubbed her hands together. “For now, I want to know 
why Lenny called you ‘J2.”” 

“I expected so much more from you.” 

“This is the soft toss warm-up.” Natasha crossed her legs 
casually, turned to Tommy, and waited. 

“TI try not to strike out.” 

“A good-looking, strong girl like you? Don’t imagine you strike 
out often.” Natasha knew as soon as they got back in the patrol 
car, all bets were off, but right now, it felt like she and Tommy 
were making progress. 

“Didn’t peg you for a baseball fan.” Tommy winked. “My 
father’s name is Thomas Henry Finch. When Harry was born, my 
parents named her Henrietta. I was next and they named me 
Tomasina. I’m not sure when people started calling us Junior One 


and Junior Two, J1 and J2. I don’t think my brother’s really ever 
gotten over being left out. I think he became a cop so he wasn't left 
out of that too.” 

“There are three Finch family cops in this city? Good Lord. Why 
don’t they stack the deck and put you all at one station?” 

Tommy shrugged. “After the academy, we were all assigned 
different places. I think we like making our own way.” 

“I respect that. Tell me more about your brother. Is he the 
youngest? What’s his name?” Natasha remembered Tommy’s 
description of her mother. How could she meet this family? 

“He is. His name’s Cody. We used to call him AJ when he was a 
kid for Alice Junior so he’d feel included. That’s my mother’s name. 
He hated it. Although now I think he actually likes it. She’s a 
badass woman.” 

“Your mother’s Alice Finch?” Natasha didn’t need to be a 
lifelong police department member to know about Alice Finch, but 
for whatever reason she hadn’t connected the name to Tommy. 
The woman was a legend in the city. “Wasn’t she all about 
progressive policing and getting cops into neighborhoods to be 
partners with their communities?” 

Tommy looked suspicious. She nodded. 

“Great, so she’ll definitely be on my side. When can | meet her? 
We can draw up teams. | know Harry will be team Tommy all the 
way. I’m sure you two would follow each other into the mouth of a 
volcano. You had that look about you.” 

“Look? What look? How could you tell? You couldn’t even stand 
up. And you’re not drafting my mother onto a team against me. 
What kind of hooligan are you?” 

“Where does your father stand on this? I bet I can pull AJ to 
team Dark Side. So, when’s the next family dinner?” 

Tommy got up, shaking her head. Natasha saw a smile, even if 
Tommy was trying to hide it. 

“Tm going to win you over, Officer Finch. You can come to my 
side willingly, or I'll play dirty and talk to your mother.” 


“Get in the car.” Tommy held the door for Natasha. “We have 
work to do.” 

“Now you’re talking. Are you going to let me out this time?” 

“TIl take it under advisement. But stop threatening me with my 
mother. That’s a low blow and you know it.” 

Natasha laughed. It was, but Tommy was talking to her and 
looked more relaxed than she had at any point since the day they’d 
met. Another roadblock in their professional relationship was 
likely just around the bend, but Natasha felt better equipped to 
handle it after a food truck lunch and learning more about 
Tommy. If her mother was Alice Finch and her sister and brother 
were cops too, it was no wonder Tommy had very specific ideas 
about how to do her job. She could probably recite Miranda Rights 
before her ABCs. So how did she convince Tommy to take a leap of 
faith on someone she didn’t really know or trust? First things first, 
she had to figure out how to get Tommy to let her out of the car. 


